A screening test for detecting iron overload in population studies.
A simple, robust, inexpensive and reasonably accurate screening test, which involves colorimetric assessment of the unsaturated iron-binding capacity, was used to detect significant degrees of iron overload in a field setting. It was used in a survey of 152 men aged over 40 years who had previously been identified as having serum ferritin values above 400 micrograms/l and who were therefore potentially homozygous carriers of the HLA-linked iron-loading gene responsible for the clinical disorder idiopathic haemochromatosis (IHC). Such individuals almost always have a raised transferrin saturation and the screening test was compared with a standard method of measurement. The screening test accurately identified 7 out of 10 subjects with transferrin saturations above 62%. It also accurately identified 137 out of 142 subjects with saturation below 62%. There were 5 false-positive results; in all these subjects saturations were at the upper limit of normal or marginally raised. The test thus had a sensitivity of 77%, a specificity of 97%, an accuracy of 95% and a positive predictive accuracy of 67%. The test successfully identified a subgroup of subjects with serum ferritin values above 400 micrograms/l who appeared to have more severe degrees of iron overload. The screening test, which requires only 200 microliter serum and costs only 6.2 c, should not only be of potential value in identifying subjects at risk of developing the clinical manifestations of IHC but may prove even more useful in defining the prevalence of significant iron overload in the rural black population of South Africa.